Heritage and Trust

What is the British Colonial Empire?
First let us clear away the confusion between Dominions
and Colonies which still exists in the minds of many people
in this country and is widely prevalent on the continent of
Europe. In early days, all our oversea possessions, with the
possible exception of India, were regarded as Colonies or
"plantations." In the eighteenth century,, these still included
the American Colonies, now the United States of America.
After their loss, in the last quarter of that century, we
began to build up a second Empire, which saw many vicissi-
tudes throughout the course of the nineteenth century, but
developed greatly in extent and complexity towards the
latter part of the nineteenth and the first decade of the
present century.
This country is sometimes said to have acquired her
Empire in a fit of absence of mind, though a less charitable
view has been taken of the process by our Continental
neighbours. Absence of mind, or lack of political foresight,
was certainly responsible for the loss of the American
Colonies, which might otherwise have become the first
British Dominion, and in the subsequent process no ordered
plan can be discerned, for there were many retrocessions,
many refusals or reluctant and tardy acceptance of respon-
sibility, and in the early sixties of last century there was a
movement to abandon die Colonies altogether.